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Practitioners involved in writing instruction often express their concerns about difficulties in develop-
ing assessment rubrics and identifying common standards in terms of assessment criteria. Accordingly, 
some teachers use the rubrics of external commercial English language tests, such as the STEP Eiken 
Test (EIKEN) and the TOEFL test for writing assessment. However, these often need to be modified 
for use in classroom assessment. This is because the purpose of such commercial English language 
tests is fundamentally different from classroom assessment, in that classroom assessment is based 
on the instructional content and should be formative, providing information to generate feedback to 
learners and to modify teaching and learning activities (Black & Wiliam, 1998). In contrast, the rubrics 
of commercial English language tests are designed to assess writing for purposes such as selection 
of candidates for university admissions and studying abroad. Therefore, scoring rubrics developed 
for large-scale testing are not necessarily appropriate for classroom use in Japanese high schools and 
should not be adopted wholesale without a careful consideration of the goals of classroom instruction 
and the specifics of the assessment context (Weigle, 2002). Furthermore, it is difficult for large-scale 
testing to provide students and teachers with formative information.
Accordingly, the present study examines the needs of Japanese English teachers. Needs analysis 
(NA) aims to systematically collect and analyse all information necessary for exploring how language 
learning can be maximized. NA enables us to deepen our understanding of the target situations and 
educational environment through conducting a proper analysis of stakeholder needs (Brown, 2009, 
p. 269). In short, NA can be defined as identifying “what learners will be required to do with the foreign 
language in the target situation, and how learners might best master the target language during the 
period of training” (West, 1994, p.  1). A needs analysis will identify learner goals and communicative 
language needs, thereby enabling appropriate programme design and delivery (Long, 2013). Hyland 
(2006) also describes NA in the context of English for academic purposes (EAP) instruction as “collect-
ing and assessing information relevant to course design” (Hyland, 2006, p. 73). NA was conducted in 
this study to gather information about the needs of teachers who teach English for general purposes in 
Japanese high schools.
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Background of the Study
The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) proposed the 
“English Education Reform Plan Corresponding to Globalization.” In 2014, so as to promote “An Action 
Plan to Cultivate Japanese with English Abilities” (2003), MEXT suggested that English classes should 
be conducted in English by actively involving students in activities such as “presentations, debates, 
and negotiations” in order for them to be involved in the front lines of globalization. MEXT also plans 
to enact a revised course of study for English as a foreign language (EFL) education in primary and 
secondary schools by 2020 (MEXT, 2014). It emphasizes the development of communication skills, 
especially the ability to exchange ideas through writing and speaking.
Furthermore, MEXT promotes the assessment of all four skills in university entrance examinations 
and adopts commercial English language tests (MEXT, 2014). Commercial English language tests have 
already been used by schools in order to assess their English proficiency as graduation requirements. 
However, these have not been officially designed to assess English proficiency for entrance examination, 
so the purpose of such commercial English language tests is different from classroom assessment.
It is also worthy of note that government-authorized course textbooks play a major role in classroom 
language teaching in Japan. Referring to the contents of textbooks, Japanese teachers mostly design 
a course syllabus and specify goals of classroom instruction. Therefore, a writing assessment rubric 
for classroom use tends to be linked to the writing tasks in the textbooks. Hence, it is difficult to use 
commercial English language tests for classroom use. There are two reasons why commercial English 
language tests are not best fit for classroom use.
The first is based on the dif ference of tasks between commercial English language tests and a 
classroom language test. Most of the commercial English language tests, such as the TOEFL and the 
International English Language Testing System (IELTS) employ argumentative or expository writing 
tasks. In contrast, narrative tasks account for a large ratio of language activities that appear in the 
textbooks for the English Expression I course, which is an English language course defined in the 
Course of Study for senior high schools (MEXT, 2010). The English Expression I course is designated 
as an elective compulsory subject in the national course of study. This course mainly aims to enhance 
students’ abilities to evaluate facts and opinions from multiple perspectives and to communicate with 
reasoning and by employing a range of expressions, while fostering a positive attitude toward communi-
cation through the English language (MEXT, 2010). In this subject, students write about familiar and 
personal matters, such as students’ interests, their families and friends.
Second, the task difficulty of commercial language tests should be discussed for implementation. 
According to Oi (2017), the target level for English Expression I corresponds generally to the A1 
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and A2 levels of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR; Council of 
Europe, 2001). It is difficult to use writing assessment rubrics of commercial English language tests for 
classroom writing assessment from the perspective of CEFR levels because many of the commercial 
language test writing tasks are categorized as higher than A1 and A2 levels.
It is assumed that every individual and school would be systematically influenced by a revised course 
of study for EFL education and a reform of entrance examinations. Therefore, it is high time to examine 
carefully how writing assessment rubrics for classroom assessment should be designed. Neither 
instructional content nor classroom assessment of writing have been investigated thoroughly. Thus, it 
is an urgent task to explore writing assessment criteria for classroom assessment that reflect teachers’ 
perspectives, because teachers are expected to assess student’s day-to-day language development.
Literature Review
Needs Analysis
NA was started in the 1970s on a large scale by the Council of Europe in the field of English for 
Specific Purposes (ESP) (Richterich, 1983, p.  2), but it had been conducted to examine teachers’ and 
students’ needs informally and in small scales even before the 1970s. Munby (1978) profiled students’ 
needs by employing checklists (Cowling, 2006) and this method influenced subsequent NA investiga-
tions. In its early stages, NA focused on the opinions of outsiders (such as inexperienced learners and 
applied linguists) to analyse the conditions of occupations in terms of English for Specific Purposes 
(ESP), because outsiders’ views were believed to reflect various occupational languages (Long, 2005). 
However, research interests have shifted to the views of insiders, such as experts who have professional 
experience and occupational knowledge in a given domain. For instance, company employees in the 
target language domain are surveyed for syllabus design and in-service training (Chew, 2005; Cowling, 
2006). In particular, language assessment has focused on the needs of insiders, namely, stakeholders of 
a given test (Green, 2014; McNamara, 1996; Sawaki, 2017). Therefore, the present study targeted the 
views of an important stakeholder group, that is, Japanese senior high school teachers who are involved 
daily in classroom assessment, to analyse what are the most important perspectives in classroom writing 
assessment.
Classroom Assessment
Classroom assessment is closely related to what teachers teach in class, so classroom assessment 
should be an instructional focus to help students to draft, revise, and edit writing. Accordingly, 
classroom teachers tend to ask themselves questions such as the following: How can I tell whether 
my students have met the writing goals of the class? How will the results of this test help my students’ 
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writing? (Weigle, 2002, p. 175). Namely, teachers are concerned about the attainment of the particular 
instructional goals of the curriculum. In this context, information obtained from an assessment could 
be used as feedback to modify teaching and learning activities, so that teachers can adapt their teaching 
to meet students’ needs (Black & Wiliam, 1998). In classroom assessment, teachers are expected to 
give constructive feedback to students to facilitate learning. Therefore, classroom assessment has been 
described as an “assessment bridge”, which means “the place where assessment, teaching and learning 
interweave in the classroom” (Colby-Kelly & Turner, 2007, p. 12). Teachers need to share the assess-
ment criteria with students to ensure that they have a common understanding of specific educational 
goals. This is because teaching and learning must be interactive, and because teachers need to know 
about their students’ progress and difficulties with learning so that teachers can adapt their own work to 
meet students’ needs (Black & William, 1998). However, these needs are sometimes beyond teachers’ 
expectations because individual students have various needs to attain goals. Therefore, teachers need 
to know each student’s strength and weakness through classroom assessment. That is, teachers are 
expected to plan and consider the assessment criteria that correspond to specific instructional goals, 
since assessment criteria clarify the important points for learning.
Holistic Scoring vs. Analytic Scoring in Writing Assessment
One of the important effects of rubric use is to promote learning. It is assumed that the explicitness of 
criteria and standards in a rubric are fundamental in providing the student with high-quality feedback, 
because such a rubric can promote student learning (Arter & McTighe, 2001). The use of rubrics 
has the potential of promoting learning and/or improving instruction, when teachers and students 
understand the aims of rubrics and use them appropriately. Therefore, it is necessary that rubrics 
should meet the aims of assessment and be explicit enough to facilitate the provision of feedback and 
the implementation of self-assessment.
Rubrics are mainly categorized into two types, holistic and analytic. Classroom assessment and 
commercial English language tests implement either analytic or holistic scoring rubrics.
In holistic scoring, the rater makes an overall judgment about the quality of performance. It is 
possible that a holistic scoring rubric comes with elaborate level descriptors, but the writing qualities 
are usually represented by a single, overall holistic scoring. According to White (1985), holistic assess-
ment is based on the view that the construct of writing is a single scale that integrates the inherent 
qualities of the writing. Therefore, holistic writing is intended to focus the reader’s attention on the 
strengths of the writing, not on its specific deficiencies, so that writers are rewarded for what they do 
well (White, 1984, 1985). White also argues that reading holistically is a more natural process than 
reading analytically (1995). One limitation of holistic assessment, however, is the lack of information on 
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test takers’ specific weaknesses and strengths in writing (Weigle, 2002).
English as a foreign language (EFL) learners are still developing their writing skills and need detailed 
profiles in various perspectives to improve their writing. Hence, it is particularly important to provide 
them with diagnostic feedback to guide instruction and learning (Hamp-Lyons, 1995).
Analytic scoring is suitable for this purpose because the rater assigns a score to each aspect being 
assessed in the task, so the results can help teachers and students identify students’ strengths and 
learning needs (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). Analytic assessment allows teachers or test developers to 
identify qualities or traits of writing, since the procedure of analytic scoring is sensitive at all stages and 
in all dimensions of the test development, implementation, scoring, and score reporting (Jonsson & 
Svingby, 2007).
Considering these traits of two types of assessment, analytic assessment may be a more useful tool 
to assess writing in the classroom, though there are some arguments in favour of holistic assessment 
in terms of practicality, such as speed and cost. In short, analytic assessment clarifies multidimensional 
traits of learners, and it also gives teachers and students more detailed diagnostic information (Weigle, 
2002). Therefore, analytic assessment serves classroom writing assessment to be more formative and 
help students to develop writing skills.
To sum up, assessment criteria have an important role in classroom assessment, because “assessment 
can support learning as well as measure it” (Black & Wiliam, 2003, p. 623). However, it is difficult to find 
a commonly used analytical writing assessment rubric that reflects Japanese senior high school English 
teachers’ perspectives. Teachers’ needs on an analytical writing assessment rubric have not yet been 
examined thoroughly. Therefore, it is meaningful to investigate teachers’ perspectives on assessment 
criteria to provide practical implications to developing assessment rubrics and deepen our understand-
ing of teachers’ expectations of classroom assessment. This is a matter requiring immediate attention 
to meet the needs of teachers. Furthermore, it is inevitable that both students and teachers will be 
influenced by the revised designated course of study and the change of the entrance examination, so it 
should meet the needs of teachers to develop analytical writing assessment.
The current study employed a convergent design of mixed-methods (Creswell, 2015) in order to 
investigate what components of writing criteria Japanese English teachers perceive as important in 
classroom assessment. Results of this needs analysis will also contribute to the development of an analyt-
ical writing assessment rubric. Two methods were employed to collect NA information: questionnaires 
(quantitative analysis) and semi-structured interviews (qualitative analysis). The quantitative analysis 
focused on what teachers recognized as the most important criteria for writing assessment. The qualita-
tive analysis examined how the teachers actually assessed students’ English writing in class and the 
relationship between class teaching and assessment.
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This study addressed the following research questions: (1) What aspects of writing performance do 
Japanese high school English teachers perceive as important?; (2) What are their rationales for their 
judgement?
Methods
Participants
A total of 61 Japanese senior high school English teachers (40 public high school teachers and 
21 private high school teachers) participated in this study. All participants were native speakers of 
Japanese, representing 40 different high schools in the Kanto region. Data were collected from senior 
high school English teachers because the target domain of the present study was writing assessment in 
high school English classes in Japan.
Study participants included both novice and experienced teachers. Novices are expected to offer 
new aspects to the study and clarify the challenges of writing assessment in the classroom (Malicka, 
Guerrero, & Norris, 2017). On the other hand, experts can bring empirical perspectives to the study. 
The participants’ teaching experience in Japan ranged from 2 to 43 years (mean=14.5 years).
Among the 61 participants, 54 teachers had taught writing in class, whereas 7 teachers had no 
previous experience of teaching writing in class. English Expression I was taught by 46 teachers, and 
English Expression II by 38 teachers of all the participants. English Expression I aims “to further 
enhance students’ abilities to evaluate facts, opinions, etc. from multiple perspectives and communicate 
through reasoning and a range of expressions, while fostering a positive attitude toward communication 
through the English language (MEXT, 2010)”. English Expression II is the advanced subject of English 
Expression I.
Data
Quantitative analysis. The participants were asked to complete a questionnaire on the assessment 
of writing in English Expression I. It was written in Japanese and dealt with the relative importance of 
different aspects of writing performance in classroom assessment perceived by the teachers. These 
aspects of writing performance comprised 11 statements, which were often included in analytical 
assessment rubrics of commercial English language tests and the classroom writing assessment 
rubric in which the author was involved. The 11 assessment criteria were categorized into five groups: 
(1) task design; (2) content; (3) topic development; (4) language use; and (5) punctuation (see Figure 1 
for further details). To put it briefly, ‘task design’ means task fulfilment, such as length limit and task 
completeness. Content indicates originality and uniqueness. Topic development is defined as reasoning 
and coherence. Language use evaluates the appropriateness and accuracy of language use, and punctua-
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tion assesses the usage of marks such as comma and full stop.
An open-ended question was also added to the end, so that the teachers could provide reasons for 
their rank-ordering and indicate any other assessment criteria that they thought were important, if 
any. All of the participants, who were in an in-service training seminar, completed the questionnaires in 
20 minutes. The present author collected completed questionnaires directly from most of the partici-
pants. Those participants who could not complete the questionnaire during the session sent back their 
questionnaire responses to the author by post.
Participants’ questionnaire responses were analysed quantitatively to examine how they perceive the 
importance of the writing criteria in class assessment, based on the frequency of words that appeared in 
participants’ responses.
Qualitative analysis. After the quantitative data collection, one-on-one semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with seven teachers in Japanese (see Table 1 for teaching experiences of the interviewees). 
They were recruited from 61 participants in the present study based on their teaching experience and 
different ages. They were 29 to 55 years old, with teaching experience ranging from six to thirty years 
(Table 1). All participants were native speakers of Japanese. The interview discussions focused on two 
specific points: how teachers actually assessed students’ English writing in class, and what aspects 
of writing performance they focused on when scoring students’ writing produced in relation to the 
instructional content. Each interview lasted for about 30 minutes. The author audiotaped the interviews 
and transcribed the recording afterward. Results showed that they had NA views that appeared to be 
accurate and informed the development of criteria for writing assessment in class in the future. This is 
because, as evidenced in their interview transcripts, they had constant contact with their students by 
teaching English and also had useful insights into their students’ language ability.
The interview transcripts were manually coded for the following categories: (1) how the teachers 
Task design Task fulfilment & adherence to length 
Content Originality of content
Language use
Naturalness of language, appropriate use of
discourse markers, lexical adequacy & variety, and
spelling accuracy
Topic 
development
Use of examples & reasons for support, coherence, 
organization
Punctuation The accuracy of the marks, comma and period
Figure 1   Five groups of assessment criteria.
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assessed their students’ writing in class; and (2) the relationship between the assessment criteria and 
what they taught in class. The resulting interview data were analysed thematically by focusing on partic-
ipants’ ideas towards writing assessment. Themes and patterns in the verbal interviews of each partici-
pant were identified, and then compared across participants to examine similarities and differences. All 
excerpts of the interview scripts cited below were translated from Japanese to English by this author.
Results
Quantitative Findings
Table 2 shows the mean ranks of the 11 writing assessment criteria in the order of perceived 
importance in ascending order. The smaller the mean, the higher the mean rank. For instance, the item 
that was perceived as the most important was “task fulfilment”, the mean rank of which was 2.0.
The 11 assessment criteria were categorized into five groups: (1) task design; (2) content; (3) topic 
development; (4) language use; and (5) punctuation (see Figure 1). Task design is associated with “task 
fulfilment” and “adherence to length requirement”. The category of content includes “originality of 
content”. “Use of examples and reasons for support”, “coherence”, “organization” are classified as topic 
development, and  Language use is related to “naturalness of language”, “appropriate use of discourse 
markers”, “lexical adequacy and variety”, and “spelling accuracy”. Finally, “punctuation” is listed as a 
Table 1   Ages and Length Teaching Years of Interviewees (in pseudonyms)
Pseudonyms Lisa Ryo Taro Tomo Akiko Jun Masa
Age 29 33 38 42 50 52 55
Length of teaching years  6 10 15 18 25 25 30
Table 2   Ranking Order of Assessment Criteria (N=61)
Ranking Writing assessment items Mean rank
1 Task fulfilment 2.0
2 Use of examples and reasons for support 3.5
3 Coherence 3.6
4 Organization 4.1
5 Naturalness of language 4.8
6 Adherence to length requirement 6.3
7 Appropriate use of discourse markers 6.9
8 Originality of content 7.1
9 Lexical adequacy and variety 7.6
10 Spelling accuracy 7.8
11 Punctuation 9.0
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separate category.
The criterion of “task fulfilment” received the most support from the participants. This means that 
the teachers in this survey put emphasis on the extent to which students could complete a task. On the 
other hand, “adherence to length requirement” was ranked middle, so it was not as highly evaluated by 
teachers as “task fulfilment”, even though they were both in the same category of task design.
The second highest to the fourth highest items were all related to topic development and ease of 
understanding. These items all belonged to the category of “content”. “Use of examples and reasons 
for support” contributes to a topic development, while “Coherence and organization” are also import-
ant to make topic development easy to follow. Accordingly, these four items construct a group that is 
connected with the way to develop writers’ ideas coherently and to make it easier to be understood. On 
the other hand, those relatively low in ranks were the items related to “language use”: “appropriate use 
of discourse markers”, “lexical adequacy and variety” and “spelling accuracy”. However, “naturalness 
of language” was ranked in the middle, though it is classified into “language use”. It is necessary for 
writers to use grammar naturally to convey writers’ ideas accurately, so it is assumed that grammar 
usage was placed in the middle of all items. In addition, “appropriate use of discourse markers” ranked 
seventh. “Appropriate use of discourse markers” also enhances coherence and organization. Therefore, 
even if it is categorized as the same category of language use, it also serves to make a written text 
consistent and easier to read. “Spelling accuracy” was considered less important compared to other 
items of language use. Finally, punctuation ranked last, which suggests that for the most part the partici-
pants did not place much emphasis on this aspect.
Next, the participants’ open-ended responses on the rationales for their rank-ordering were analysed 
based on the frequency of words that appeared in them (Table 3).
First of all, “coherence” most frequently appeared, and was commented on by 21 participants. It was 
found that teachers emphasized the importance of coherence in writing and the consistency of the 
writer’s logic, which were mentioned 23 times. They mostly evaluated coherence more highly than 
grammatical errors and spelling mistakes. About half of the 23 responses also stated that content should 
be emphasized more than the accuracy of language use in a writing assessment. One teacher pointed 
out, “Too much focus on grammatical errors and vocabulary misspelling discourages students’ motiva-
tion to write something”. Other teachers commented that they assessed whether students were aware 
of the audience in their writing, because this affected how easy it was to read the writing. Teachers also 
indicated that good structure and organization helped compositions to be coherent, so they stressed 
the importance of structure and organization. The rating component of “to understand a task” was also 
supported as one of the most important components. It was found that 2 of the 23 instances showed 
the difficulty of relative ranking between “coherence” and “to understand a task”, because both of them 
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were perceived as equally important. However, a strong support for “coherence” as the top of the writing 
assessment components was found 23 times from open-ended responses.
The component in second place, “to understand a task”, was mentioned 19 times by 18 participants. 
This means that teachers commonly perceived students’ understanding of the task as being of great 
importance. Therefore, task fulfilment is a mandatory condition of writing assessment in classroom. 
One teacher commented, “I regularly tell my students, ‘It is important for you to understand what you 
are being asked to write. Without task fulfilment, your writing would not be assessed, even though your 
response is written.’ ” Some teachers also pointed out the effect of examinations because their students 
are trained to complete tasks to gain high scores in examinations. Other teachers also mentioned that 
even writing tasks in class may be related to the preparation for high high-stake tests such as entrance 
examination. Thus, the teachers’ responses to open-ended questions suggest that they regularly trained 
students to understand what students had to do to complete the task.
“Grammar”, “spelling”, and “vocabulary”, which are categorized in language use, were ranked 
comparably low. “Grammar” was mentioned 8 times by 8 participants and ranked 6th, while “Spelling” 
was mentioned 6 times by 6 participants, and ranked 8.5th. “Vocabulary” was referred to 4 times by 4 
participants and was in 10th place. The teachers who chose those items as the most important assess-
ment criteria mentioned the importance of the fairness of assessment. If writing tasks were given in 
school periodical examinations, the accuracy of language use would be most emphasized to make the 
test results fair for students. One teacher expressed the difficulty in evaluating coherence in periodical 
Table 3   The Frequency of Words that Appeared in Open-ended Responses
Ranking Translated appeared wordsin open-ended responses 
Frequency of
occurrence
Number of
participants involved
1 Coherence  23  21
2 To understand a task  19  18
3 Organization/structure  15  13
4 Presentation of examples and reasons  14  14
5 Awareness of audience/ease of understanding  10  10
6 Grammar   8   8
7 Text length   7   7
8.5 Spelling   6   6
8.5 Willingness to communicate ideas to readers   6   6
10 Vocabulary    4   4
11 Originality   3   3
Sum 115 110
Note. Translated from Japanese into English by the author.
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examinations and the fairness of test scores. She explained, “The assessment of coherence and organi-
zation could be subjective, so those test scores may not be well justified. On the other hand, the assess-
ment of language use and task fulfilment is very fair and persuasive”. School periodical examinations 
tend to be more summative and usually test what students have been taught in class. However, because 
of the difficulty and reliability of assessment, some teachers differentiated the assessment of these two 
categories: language use and coherence/organization. In writing class, teaching grammar and vocabu-
lary is mandatory at high school level as well as teaching coherence and organization. However, it was 
found that some teachers assessed language use but not coherence in periodical examinations because 
periodical tests were more high-stake than classroom assessment.
Qualitative Findings
Three key themes were identified in the qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews in which 
seven interviewees participated. This was in accordance with the results of quantitative analysis in terms 
of importance of task fulfilment. However, the qualitative results of coherence and language use did not 
correspond to quantitative results.
First of all, seven teachers all agreed on the importance of “coherence” and “task fulfilment” as assess-
ment criteria. This is because “coherence” makes a written text easy to read. It is also an important goal 
in writing class. The teachers also perceived “task fulfilment” as a basic step to completing a task of 
English compositions in classroom assessment. For example, Akiko commented how to give students 
feedback on coherence:
“When I read students’ English compositions, I always make sure that their writing is coherent. Some 
students cannot construct a coherent thread of discourse, so my job is to find where they are lost in their 
reason.” (Akiko)
Lisa also stressed the importance of coherence in writing as follows:
“The most important things are coherence and organization of writing, so I do not check the accuracy of 
students’ writing strictly. It is more important to check whether their writing has a message and makes 
readers understand what they want to write”. (Lisa)
Concerning “task fulfilment”, all of the interviewees also recognized that their students were regularly 
trained to understand what students were asked to do in class. For instance, Taro mentioned,
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“Students understand that task fulfilment is one of the most important matters when they write a 
composition. This is because they have already been trained about the importance of task completion as 
good preparation for high-stake tests such as entrance examinations.” (Taro)
The other interviewees also commented that they always put emphasis on the understanding of the 
content of the task in class. For example, Lisa often said to her students:
“You must be most careful about the details of the task directions. Even if you write perfect composi-
tions, your work will not receive a good evaluation in case you have misunderstood a task instruction.” 
(Lisa)
Classroom tasks were usually related to students’ daily lives and also often connected with the content 
of textbooks. Most of the students could more easily understand what they should do and write by 
receiving support in class. Namely, teachers expect students to understand the directions of tasks in 
the first place, but the degree of task completion depends on individual students’ English skills. Akiko 
mentioned:
“Some students cannot complete the task to the end because of the lack of vocabulary and experience, 
even if they understand what they should do.” (Akiko)
Hence, participants commented on the complexity of assessment components, because each assess-
ment item is intricately involved in other components, and the intricacy could influence the difficulty 
of each assessment component. Therefore, the second finding of the present study is the complex 
structure of assessment components. For instance, as stated before, “task fulfilment” is important but 
“task fulfilment” is not such a simple criterion. It is influenced by other different components, such as 
language, because it is impossible to complete a task without language skills. Masa mentioned:
“Task fulfilment has various kinds of aspects as an assessment criterion, because it does not simply 
mean to meet the response length requirement. Task fulfilment is a general term that is a combination 
of various kinds of assessment components, such as language use and structure.” (Masa)
Thirdly, it was found that the perspective on coherence differed across teachers. Four of the seven 
interviewees mentioned the difficulty of assessment because of a gap between assessment criteria and 
instructional content. In particular, participants noted gaps found between the relationship of assess-
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ments of “coherence” and language use such as “grammar”, “vocabulary” and “spelling”, though the 
seven teachers unanimously stressed coherence as one of the primary criteria for writing assessment. 
For instance, Akiko indicated the difficulty of teaching and evaluating coherence due to the shortage of 
teaching time and a lack of confidence to teach coherence and organization in writing class.
“I do not give them enough feedback, especially about coherence and organization. It is much easier to 
give corrections of language, such as grammar and vocabulary. I actually spend much time on teaching 
grammar and language use. Usually I teach students to write isolated sentences, or translate Japanese 
into English. We do not have enough time to have students write a paragraph in class.” (Akiko)
Taro pointed out the expectation from students to receive teacher comments on language use 
in particular, though he insisted on the importance of coherence and organization as assessment 
components.
“Some students often ask me if their writing included errors rather than asking about organization and 
coherence. Students often ask me, ‘Is it correct or not?’ Other students expect speedy feedback especially 
on accuracy.” (Taro)
Tomo also confessed to the difficulty in assessing all of the criteria at once because of the shortage of 
time and the large class size.
“I make it a rule to give students feedback about the coherence of their writing, but I do not evaluate 
the accuracy of language use because of the shortage of time. I want to assess student writing on all 
criteria, but it is difficult, so I tell students on what aspect I am especially emphasizing on a particular 
day.” (Tomo)
The above responses of the seven interview participants show that, while they recognized the 
importance of the assessment of coherence, four of them were in different situations. Those teachers 
were facing difficulties in meeting students’ expectations and the curriculum, fulfilling the needs to 
prepare for examinations, and balancing the relationship between daily instructional content and assess-
ment criteria. While these all suggest the gap between what they wanted to assess and what they wanted 
to teach in class, their responses show their efforts to maintain a good balance between teaching and 
assessing language use as well as coherence.
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Discussion
The goals of the present study were to explore what aspects of writing performance Japanese high 
school English teachers perceive as important and to analyse their rationales for their judgements.
The results obtained from the quantitative analysis of study participants’ questionnaire responses 
clarified what high school teachers emphasized in writing assessment. The participants valued “task 
fulfilment” the most. Perceived as the basis of task performance, “Task fulfilment” was found to be a 
common mandatory assessment criterion for classroom assessment. Students are regularly trained to 
understand the directions of tasks in class. Students are expected to understand what they should do in 
their writing first. A similar finding of the qualitative results based on four teachers’ interview protocols 
also substantiates the claim that “task fulfilment” was perceived as a very important assessment 
criterion for high school teachers.
“Coherence” was also emphasized as an important component of assessment criteria, because 
“coherence” makes a written text easy to understand. Readers could more easily follow writers’ thinking 
process and logic of ideas when the text is coherent, so teachers supported “coherence” as an important 
assessment component. However, the qualitative analysis revealed the ambivalence between instruc-
tional content and assessment criteria. It is assumed that this was caused by various factors, such as 
the shortage of time, school curriculum, needs of students, and teachers’ ideas about writing. Some 
teachers reported putting more emphasis on teaching “language use”, such as grammar and vocabu-
lary, rather than teaching exemplification, reasoning, organization and coherence in class. A majority 
of questions in many textbooks for writing are designed to elicit isolated sentences and have students 
translate sentences from Japanese into English. Therefore, it is assumed, based on the author’s experi-
ence, that some teachers preferred teaching language use to teaching coherence because of the content 
of the textbooks. In contrast, other teachers tried to give students abundant opportunities to write 
without worrying about grammatical mistakes. These teachers tended to teach language use separately 
from teaching paragraph writing.
However, teaching how to write a coherent and well-organized text should be compatible with 
teaching how to write accurately. It is the goal of teachers to have a good balance of teaching between 
“coherence and organization” as opposed to “accuracy of language use”. Therefore, both “coherence 
and organization” and “accuracy of language use” should be assessed in class. This is because to assess 
“coherence” is strongly supported by teachers as well as “task fulfilment”, so “coherence” should also be 
assessed in class.
Instructional content should be reflected in classroom assessment criteria, as classroom assess-
ment has an aspect of formative assessment. In other words, writing assessment in class needs to be 
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connected with daily classroom instruction. The results of classroom assessment enable students to 
check their strengths and weaknesses by themselves. Teachers are also given opportunities to reflect 
their teaching and change instructional content based on the results of classroom assessment. If there 
is a gap between instructional content and assessment criteria, both teachers and students would lose 
an opportunity to correct, synthesize and interpret important information about students’ development. 
As a result, teachers would face difficulties in making decisions on how to teach next, that is, how to 
identify areas where more explanation or practice is required. In short, classroom assessment should be 
formative, enabling a cyclical interaction between teachers and students through instruction and assess-
ment. Therefore, classroom assessment criteria should be based on instructional content.
Additionally, a scoring rubric for classroom assessment should not be holistic but analytical, 
since analytical scoring is more effective in giving students explicit feedback on their strengths and 
weaknesses. This is because classroom assessment should have a role in motivating students through 
providing them with analytical feedback, which explicates students’ current state of performance and 
how they could improve their language ability.
In conclusion, the present study suggests that writing assessment rubrics that reflect Japanese high 
school English teachers’ perspectives should be analytic and composed of “task fulfilment”, “content”, 
and “language use”. However, this study has limitations as well. The number of interviewees is rather 
limited to be able to conclude that there is a gap between instructional content and assessment criteria. 
Moreover, the open-ended questionnaire asked the reason for rank-ordering a set of assessment criteria 
as a whole, not the reason why participants ranked individual criteria relative to others. Therefore, the 
results of the present study must be replicated with further empirical and extensive investigations into 
the needs of classroom assessment. Finally, the results of the study only represented the perspectives of 
high school teachers in one region, and thus more data need to be collected from teachers in different 
parts of Japan.
Conclusion
This study presented what Japanese senior high school English teachers perceive as important 
components of classroom writing assessment criteria. Among various components, “task fulfilment” 
was supported by teachers the most, suggesting its fundamental importance for high school teachers. 
Secondly, teachers stated that one of the most important things for writing was “content”, which 
comprises “coherence”, “organization” and “reading ease”. Therefore, classroom assessment criteria 
should be composed of “task fulfilment”, “content” and “language use”.
However, it was found that some teachers were facing an ambivalent situation between what they 
taught in class and what they wanted to assess. Some teachers actually spent longer on teaching 
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grammar and vocabulary use than on content and topic development. They also insisted on the need to 
teach how to write accurately. Other teachers reported mainly assessing coherence rather than accuracy 
of language use. They tended to encourage students to write coherently without being afraid of making 
mistakes. Moreover, some of them differentiated assessment criteria for in-class writing exercises from 
those for periodical tests.
Therefore, it is necessary to reconsider the relationship between instructional content and assess-
ment criteria for formative assessment in class. Ideally, the coherence and organization of writing should 
be the focus of classroom assessment along with the accuracy of language use. Balancing between 
instructional content and assessment criteria would have a good effect on the reform of writing assess-
ment in the classroom, because there is an urgent necessity to change classroom writing assessment. 
Teachers could more effectively utilize writing assessment criteria as a tool of formative assessment.
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ABSTRACT
Japanese High School English Teachers’ Perspectives on
Classroom Writing Assessment Criteria: A Needs Analysis
Yoko OI
This article reports on a needs analysis that was conducted to investigate what Japanese high 
school English teachers stressed in writing assessment. Because the writing assessment rubric for the 
classroom has not yet been well investigated, some teachers use the rubric of the commercial English 
language tests, such as the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFLR) for writing assessment. 
However, it is difficult for teachers to apply those rubrics to the classroom writing assessment because 
of the difference in the tests. Adopting a convergent mixed-methods study design, the present study 
aimed to clarify the role of assessment criteria for writing in the classroom. A total of 61 Japanese high 
school English teachers participated in the study and responded to a questionnaire to rank-order various 
criteria employed for assessing student writing. After that, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with seven of the survey respondents, who provided detailed comments about (1) how they actually 
assessed students’ English writing in class and (2) how they conceptualized the relationship between 
the assessment criteria and instructional content. Results showed that teachers perceived task fulfilment 
and coherence as the most important writing assessment criteria as opposed to other components, such 
as language use. The results also suggested, however, that some teachers were facing difficulties in 
balancing between instructional content and assessment criteria.
